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by Winston J. Craig

any people make an effort to stay healthy, and look for ways that are cost effective. They like it when they
feel in control, when they can do something for themselves. For many people, health is often associated
with a bottle of pills—supplements, that is, that come in all sizes and combinations.

About one in two Americans report using a dietary supplement at
least once a month. The most popular supplements are multivitamins,
vitamin C, calcium and vitamin E.
A number of Americans also take
omega-3 either as a supplement,
fish oil capsules or flaxseed oil.
Many people are apprehensive
that their food is just not potent
enough. They believe the soils are
inadequate to produce a high quality food crop and that
modern processing removes so many nutrients. Others believe chronic diseases could be prevented if a supplement
was regularly consumed.
There are established cases where nutrient supplements
have enhanced the health of individuals. Iron and folic acid
supplements are important to guarantee a more successful pregnancy outcome. Persons on a calorie-restricted diet
to promote weight-loss and elderly persons who have poor
absorption are very likely to be protected from nutrient
short-fall by the regular use of a multivitamin supplement.
Calcium and vitamin D supplements can be helpful in preventing bone loss. However, how much one takes and the
form of the supplement may determine how effective the
supplement is.
Unlike prescription drugs, a manufacturer does not have
to prove the safety and effectiveness of a dietary supplement before they market their product. With so many dietary supplements available and so many claims made about
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their health benefits, how does one
decide what is safe and effective?
A supplement, by its very name,
is designed to be just that—a supplement to one’s normal diet. If your
daily diet provides, say, 70 to 80 percent of your daily needs, then you
don’t need a pill that provides 200
to 500 percent of your daily needs.
These high potency pills may end up
doing more than you think. Excessive amounts of certain vitamins can have detrimental effects on body functions.
Dietary supplements may also interact adversely with
medications or other dietary supplements. Studies have
shown that high levels of one nutrient can significantly
block the absorption of other nutrients, and have an adverse effect upon your health. On the other hand, many
tablets, gelcaps or capsules may not easily release their
contents due to the way they are packaged. In some cases,
unless the supplement is chewed or dissolved there will be
little, if any, absorption of nutrients.
Taking a one-a-day multivitamin supplement may provide safe insurance against marginal nutrient deficiencies.
However, anyone planning to take a high dose supplement
should do so only under the supervision of their health
care provider and preferably after a diagnostic lab test has
shown that a deficiency exists.
Winston Craig, Ph.D., RD, is a professor of nutrition at Andrews University.
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